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Speech Recognition Method and System 

This invention relates to a method of speech recognition and a speech recognition 
system. 

5 

Speaker independent phoneme based command word recognition and name dialling 
on portable devices such as mobile telephones and personal digital assistants has 
attracted significant interest recently. A phoneme based speaker independent 
recognition system provides a way around keypad limitations and offers more 
10 convenient hands-free operation. This allows safer use of portable devices in, for 
example, car environments. The speaker independence makes the system 
particularly attractive from a user point of view compared to speaker dependent 
systems. For large vocabularies, for example, command word lists or names in a 
phonebook, training of a speaker dependent recogniser is too tedious to be useful. 

15 

In contrast, a phoneme based speaker independent system is ready to use 'out of the 
box', i.e. it does not require any training session from the speaker. All that is 
required is a textual representation of the words or names in the recognition 
vocabulary along with some means of phonetically transcribing the text. 
20 Furthermore, speaker independent systems are only capable of supporting a single 
or a few languages at the same time, so that a separate set of phoneme models must 
be stored in the device for each supported language or set of languages. This 
increases the static memory requirements for the phoneme models. 

25 Speech recognition in unknown environments is a very challenging task, as the 

recogniser must be robust in the presence of the noise and distortion encountered 
in the operating environment. In addition, the recogniser must be of sufficiently 
low complexity to be able to run on portable devices like mobile phones which 
inherently have limited memory and computational resources. Although the 

30 computational power of portable devices is rapidly increasing with time, the number 
of applications required to run simultaneously is also increasing. Therefore, 
complexity and memory requirements of any application running on a portable 
device will always be an issue. 
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A simple model of a conventional general purpose speech recognition system is 
shown in Figure 1. Speech frames are derived from a speech signal using a speech 
pre-processor 1 and processed by a time alignment and pattern matching module 2 
5 in accordance with an acoustic model 3 and a language model 4 to produce a 
recognition result. The language model includes a lexicon 5 which defines the 
vocabulary of the recogniser. 

The pre-processor 1 transforms the raw acoustic waveform of the speech signal into 
10 an intermediate compressed representation that is used for subsequent processing. 
Typically, the pre-processor 1 is capable of compressing the speech data by a factor 
of 10 by extracting a set of feature vectors from the speech signal that preserves 
information about the uttered message. Commonly used techniques for pre- 
processing are filter bank analysis, linear prediction analysis, perceptual linear 
15 prediction and cepstral analysis. 

Since the duration of words to be recognised are not known in advance, the process 
of time alignment and pattern matching is required to align hypothesised word 
sequences to the acoustic signal. The time alignment and pattern matching process 

20 uses information from both the acoustic model 3 and the language model 4 to 

assign a sequence of words to the sequence of speech frames. The acoustic model 
enables the speech frames to be translated to the basic units of a language such as 
words, syllables or phonemes that can be concatenated under the constraints 
imposed by the language model to form meaningful sentences. The time alignment 

25 method depends on the form of the acoustic model. Two well-known methods 
include dynamic time warping and Hidden Markov Modelling. 

Dynamic time warping is a so-called template based approach in which the acoustic 
model is a collection of pre-recorded word templates. The basic principle of 
30 dynamic time warping is to align an utterance to be recognised to each of the 

template words and then to select the word or word sequence that provides the best 
alignment. However, this technique suffers from a number of drawbacks including 
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the difficulty of modelling acoustic variability between speakers and the difficulty of 
providing templates for speech units other than whole words. 

As a result of the problems associated with dynamic time warping, much of the 
5 recent work in speech recognition has concentrated on hidden Markov modelling 
(HMM), which removes the need to create a reference template by using a 
probabilistic acoustic model. In continuous speech recognition, the word models 
are typically constructed as a sequence of phoneme acoustic hidden Markov models 
corresponding to the word in question. A phoneme acoustic model is a statistical 

10 model, which gives the probability that a segment of the acoustic data belongs to 
the phoneme class represented by the model. Decoding in HMM models is done 
using, for example, a Viterbi or Forward decoder. Reference is directed to Rabiner, 
"A tutorial on hidden Markov models and selected applications in speech 
recognition'', Proc. IEEE, vol. 77, no. 2, February 1989, for an in-depth explanation 

15 of hidden Markov models. 

A variant of the HMM model is known as the Hidden Neural Network model, 
which is an HMM/neural network hybrid. Reference is directed to [1] S. K. Riis, 
"Hidden Markov Models and Neural Networks for Speech Recognition", Ph.D. 
20 Thesis, Department of Mathematical Modelling, Technical University of Denmark, 
May 1998 and [2] S. K. Riis and V. Olli "Low Complexity Speaker Independent 
Command Word Recognition in Car Environments", Proc. of the ICASSP, Vol. 2, 
pp. 1743-1746, Istanbul, May 2000, for a detailed explanation of HNNs. 

25 One problem with the conventional approach to speech recognition is that every 
time a word boundary is hypothesised, the lexicon 5 which forms part of the 
language model has to be searched. For even a modest size of vocabulary, this 
search is computationally expensive. Several approximate fast match and pruning 
strategies have been proposed in order to speed up the search. Many of these use 

30 multi-pass decoding algorithms in which each pass prepares information for the 
next one, thereby reducing the size of the search space. 
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A further problem with conventional speech recognition is that the recogniser can 
have a preference for words of a certain length. For example, if non-uniform 
transition probabilities are used between states in HNN- or HMM-based 
recognisers, the recogniser often tends to favour short G on g) words over the long 
5 (short) words in the lexicon. 

The present invention aims to address the above problems. 

According to a first aspect of the invention there is provided a speech recognition 
10 system, comprising means for determining the length of a speech portion to be 
recognised, means for defining a subset of speech portions from a set of stored 
speech portions in dependence on the determined length, and recognition means for 
recognising the speech portion from the subset of speech portions. 

15 By restricting the search space required by the recognition means to speech portions 
which have a similar length to the speech portion to be recognised, significant 
performance improvements may be achievable. 

The subset defining means can be arranged to define a subset of speech portions for 
20 each speech portion to be recognised, so producing subsets on a dynamic basis. 

The determining means can comprises a neural network classifier such as a multi- 
layer perceptron. 

25 The set of speech portions can comprise a lexicon and the subset of speech 

portions can comprises a sub-lexicon, the sub-lexicon comprising speech portions 
having a length similar to or the same as that of the speech portion to be recognised 
and the length of the speech portions in the sub-lexicon can be determined in 
accordance with a confidence level associated with the length determining means. 

30 

The speech portion can comprise a word and the length determining means can be 
arranged to detect the number of phonemes in the word. 
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According to a first aspect of the invention, there is further provided a speech 
recognition system, comprising a memory for storing a lexicon of speech portions, a 
counter arranged to determine the length of a speech portion to be recognised, a 
sub-lexicon definition module arranged to define a sub-lexicon from the lexicon of 
5 speech portions in dependence on the determined length and a recognition module 
for recognising the speech portion from the sub-lexicon of speech portions. 

The first aspect of the invention also provides a method of speech recognition, 
comprising determining the length of a speech portion to be recognised, defining a 
10 subset of a set of stored speech portions in dependence on the determined length 
and recognising the speech portion from the subset of speech portions. 

According to a second aspect of the invention, there is provided a speech 
recognition system in which an utterance to be recognised is represented as a 
15 sequence of phonetic segment models in which a transition probability represents 
the probability of the occurrence of a transition between the models, comprising 
means for biasing the transition probabilities in dependence on the length of the 
utterance. The biasing means can comprise means for applying a transition bias to 
each of the transition probabilities between a plurality of phonetic segment models. 

20 

By applying an adaptive transition bias, i.e. a bias which depends on utterance or 
word length, to the transition probabilities, the tendency of the recogniser, 
particularly an HNN recogniser, to prefer words of a certain length can be 
controlled, so that recognition performance for relatively short and/ or relatively 
25 long words can be improved. 

The speech recognition system may be operable to recognise utterances from a 
recognition vocabulary, wherein the transition bias is calculated as the transition 
bias which maximises recognition performance on a validation data set which 
30 represents the recognition vocabulary, for example has the same vocabulary as the 
recognition vocabulary. 



The speech recognition system according to the invention can further comprise 
means for estimating the number of phonetic segments in the utterance to be 
recognised, such as a speaker specific rate of speech estimator, a Free Order Viterbi 
decoder or a neural network classifier. The transition bias can be set in response to 
the result of the estimating means, by a table look-up to set the transition bias to 
selected predetermined values in accordance with the number of phonetic segments 
in the utterance, or by direct setting of the bias to be proportional to the number of 
phonetic segments in the utterance, for example equal to the number of phonetic 
segments in the utterance. 

According to a second aspect of the invention, there is further provided a speech 
recognition system in which an utterance to be recognised is represented as a 
sequence of phonetic segment models in which a transition probability represents 
the probability of the occurrence of a transition between the models, comprising a 
phonetic segment estimator arranged to output an estimate of the number of 
phonetic segments in the utterance and a processing module for applying a 
transition bias to the transition probability in response to the output of the 
estimator. 

The second aspect of the invention also provides a method of speech recognition in 
which an utterance to be recognised is represented as a sequence of phonetic 
segment models in which a transition probability represents the probability of the 
occurrence of a transition between the models, the method comprising biasing the 
transition probabilities in dependence on the word length. The sequence of 
phonetic segment models can be decoded after application of the transition bias to 
the transition probabilities or without the application of transition bias, by 
normalising the resulting scores by a contribution proportional to the transition 
bias. In the latter case, the transition bias can be calculated in parallel with the 
decoding of the sequence of phonetic segment models. 

Embodiments of the invention will now be described, by way of example, with 
reference to the accompanying drawings, in which: 
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Figure 1 is a schematic block diagram of a general speaker independent recognition 
system; 

Figure 2 is a perspective view of a mobile telephone handset; 
Figure 3 is a schematic diagram of mobile telephone circuitry for use in the 
5 telephone handset of Figure 2; 

Figure 4 is a speaker recognition system in accordance with the invention; 
Figure 5 is a flow diagram illustrating the operation of the recognition system of 
Figure 4; 

Figure 6 illustrates how the output from the phoneme counter is used to restrict the 
10 search to sub-lexicons each time a word is hypothesised in continuous speech 
recognition; 

Figure 7 is a chart illustrating recognition performance of the system of Figure 4 on 
a vocabulary test set in a clean environment; 

Figure 8 is a chart illustrating recognition performance of the system of Figure 4 on 
15 a vocabulary test set in a noisy environment; 

Figure 9 is a schematic representation of concatenated phoneme models within an 

HNN framework, showing the function of transition bias; 

Figure 10 is a flow diagram illustrating the process of transition bias setting; 

Figure 11 is a block diagram showing a speech recognition system in accordance 
20 with a second embodiment of the invention; 

Figure 12 is a flowchart illustrating the operation of the system of Figure 11; 

Figure 13 is a flowchart illustrating an alternative recognition process; and 

Figure 14 is a graph illustrating the impact of transition bias on relatively short and 

long utterances in a vocabulary test set. 

25 

Referring to Figure 2, a portable device such as a mobile telephone handset 6 
includes a microphone 7, keypad 8, LCD display 9, speaker 10 and antenna 11, 
which is contained within the housing. 

30 The mobile station 1 is operable to communicate through cellular radio links with a 
PLMN (public land mobile network) shown schematically as PLMN A. 
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Figure 3 illustrates the major circuit components of the telephone handset 6. Signal 
processing is carried out under the control of a digital micro-controller 12 which 
has an associated flash memory 13. Electrical analogue audio signals are produced 
by microphone 7 and amplified by pre-amplifier 14. Similarly, analogue audio 
5 signals are fed to the speaker 10 through an amplifier 15. The micro-controller 12 
receives instruction signals from the keypad 8 and controls operation of the LCD 
display 9. 



Information concerning the identity of the user is held on a smart card 16 in the 
10 form of a GSM SIM card which contains the usual GSM international mobile 

subscriber identity (IMSI) and an encryption key Kj that is used for encoding the 
radio transmission in a manner well known per se. The SIM card is removably 
received in a SIM card reader 17. 

15 The mobile telephone circuitry includes a codec 18 and an rf stage 19 feeding the 

antenna 11. The circuitry further includes a speech recognition module 20 including 
a processor 21 and memory 22, for example for storing the speech recognition 
software and holding the lexicon 5. The speech recognition module 20 recognises 
voice commands to perform tasks such as dialling a number automatically. 

20 

Figure 4 illustrates a first example of a system for performing speech recognition in 
accordance with the invention. The speech recognition system has the same basic 
components as the general speech recognition system shown in Figure 1, namely a 
pre-processor 1 for extracting a set of feature vectors from the speech signal and a 

25 time alignment and pattern matching module 2 which uses information from an 
acoustic model 3 and a language model 4 to produce a recognition result. The 
language model 4 includes a lexicon 5 which defines the vocabulary of the 
recognition system. In addition, the recognition system according to the first 
embodiment includes a phoneme counter 23 and a sub-lexicon definition module 24 

30 which produces a set of dynamic sub-lexicons 25. 

The operation of the speech recogniser of Figure 4 is now explained with reference 
to Figure 5. The speech pre-processor 1 first extracts a set of feature vectors from 
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a digitised speech signal, for example, telephone speech sampled at 8000 samples 
per second (step si). The feature vectors are computed every 10 msec, with one 10 
msec section called a frame. For example, each frame contains 12 mel - frequency 
cep strum coefficients (MFCCs), together with one energy feature, making a total of 
5 13 features per frame. 

The phoneme counter 23 estimates the length L of a word to be recognised together 
with a confidence level C (step s2). The phoneme boundaries are estimated directly 
from a set of feature vectors produced by the pre-processor 1. The phoneme 

10 counter 23 is, for example, a neural network classifier, such as a multi-layer 
perceptron (MDLP) with 2K weights and a single hidden layer of 20 to 30 units. 
Reference is directed to J. Suh and Y. Lee "Phoneme segmentation of continuous 
speech using multilayer perceptron", Proc. of the ICSLP, Vol. 3, pp. 1297-1300, 
Philadelphia, PA, USA, 1996, for a detailed explanation of the use of an MLP in the 

15 phoneme segmentation of continuous speech. The confidence level C calculated by 
the MLP-based phoneme counter 23 is used to ensure that the correct word is not 
excluded from the decoding procedure as a result of an error in the number of 
phonemes detected. 

20 The sub-lexicon definition module 24 uses the phoneme count and the confidence 
level C to define a set of dynamic sub-lexicons 25 to be searched (step s3). For 
example, the phoneme count indicates that the word length is L but the confidence 
level C indicates that this count is only accurate to +/- 1 phoneme. In this case, the 
current word may be of length L-l, L or L+l, so the sub-lexicon definition module 

25 24 selects these three sub-lexicons from the lexicon 5. As an alternative, the three 
sub-lexicons can be collected into a single sub-lexicon containing words with L-l, L 
and L+l phonemes and the combined sub-lexicon searched. To speed up selection 
of the sub-lexicon, the lexicon 5 is sorted according to phoneme counts. 

30 An example of a lexicon file for a British English command word task is given 
below. The length of the corresponding phoneme sequence is given in parentheses. 
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k-ao-l*-b-ay*-n-ey-m / call_by_name (length 8) 
k-ao-l-b-ay-n-ah-m-b-ax, call_by_number (length 10) 
k-ao-l-b-ay-n-ah-m-b-ax-r, call_by_n umber (length 11) 
k-ae-n-s-ax-1 , cancel (length 6) 
ch-eh-k, check (length 3) 
k-l-ia-r, clear (length 4) 
k-ax-n-eh-k-t , connect (length 6) 
k-ax-n-t-ih-n-y-uw, continue (length 8) 
d-ih-l-iy-t , delete (length 5) 
d-ay-ax-1, dial (length 4) 



So assuming that the phoneme counter 23 estimates that the spoken word is 5 
phonemes long, and the calculated confidence level means that it may have 6 
phonemes or 4 phonemes, then the three dynamic sub-lexicons 25 created are 
15 shown below: 

length 4 

k-l-ia-r, clear 
d-ay-ax-1, dial 

20 

length 5 

d-ih-l-iy-t , delete 

length 6 

25 k-ae-n-s-ax-1, cancel 
. k-ax-n-eh- k-t , connect 

Once the sub-lexicons 25 have been defined, the time alignment and pattern 
matching module 2 then uses a Viterbi or Forward search to match the phoneme 
30 models to the word to be recognised in order to determine the word that was most 
likely uttered (step s4). However, the search is only performed over the dynamic 
sub-lexicons 25 rather than the whole of the lexicon 5. 



35 



Figure 6 illustrates how the MLP phoneme counter 6 is used in continuous speech 
recognition to restrict the search space for a phrase of four words. The phoneme 
counter 23 is set up with a threshold 26 so that the output of the MLP indicates the 
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number of phoneme boundaries with a given confidence level C. For example, for 
word 1 in Figure 4, the three peaks 27a, 27b, 27c above the threshold 26 indicate 
that the word being processed has 3 phonemes. It is apparent from the graph of the 
MLP output that raising the threshold 26 will cause the MLP to indicate fewer 
5 phoneme boundaries, while lowering it will cause the MLP to indicate an increased 
number of phoneme boundaries. 

For each word 1-4, only those sub-lexicons corresponding to word lengths L, L-l 
and L+l are searched. For example, for word 1, the MLP output indicates a word 
10 length of 3, so only sub-lexicons including words of length 2, 3 or 4 are included in 
the search space. For word 2, where a length of 5 is indicated, sub-lexicons 
including words of length 4, 5 or 6 are included in the search space. 

Figures 7 and 8 illustrate recognition performance using the dynamic sub-lexicons 

15 approach in accordance with a first aspect of the invention, assuming that the 
number of the phonemes in the utterance is known a priori to illustrate the potential 
of the method. The test set contains first and last US names from a 70-word 
vocabulary. A total of 23 speakers are present in the test set that contains 3150 
utterances. The phoneme models used in this experiment were trained on British 

20 English speech data, so there is a clear pronunciation mismatch between models and 
test data. The recognizer is a Hidden Neural Network (HNN) recognizer. The 
results are given for a clean (laboratory) environment in Figure 7 as well as a car 
noise environment (Figure 8) constructed by mixing car noise to the clean 
waveforms at a very low SNR (5dB). Two models are compared, one that requires 

25 6KB memory and the other 28KB memory. Larger gains are observed for the 
smaller one. A deviation of 0 means that only the words with a number of 
phonemes that matches the number of phonemes in the utterance to be recognized 
are searched, deviation of 1 means that words with length + /-1 the number of 
phonemes are searched, and so on. The following table shows the CPU time for 

30 searching into the US test database comparing the case of decoding the sub-lexicons 
delimited by use of the phoneme counter and the case of decoding over the full 
lexicon. 
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Deviation CPU time 

0 14,28% 

1 42,85% 

2 71,42% 
Full search 100,00% 



In the event that there are a large number of entries in the sub-lexicons, an indexing 
mechanism, for example, hash tables or search trees is employed in order to secure 
fast access to the sub-lexicon entries. 



The invention is not only applicable to phoneme based recognisers but also applies 
to word based and sub-word based recognisers in general, for example recognisers 
based on syllables. 

A second aspect of the invention is illustrated by reference to the word model of 
Figure 9. Figure 9 illustrates a word model within the hidden Neural Network 
(HNN) framework mentioned above, comprising a concatenation of phoneme 
models. In a similar way to HMM models, each phoneme 1 n in the HNN model 
is represented by, for example, a sequence of three left -to-right connected states. 

The inter-phoneme transitions are each associated with a probability p t p n , each of 
which can be different from one another. This results in the system having an 
inherent preference for and therefore tending to favour words of a particular length. 
This tendency can be controlled in accordance with the second aspect of the 
invention by multiplying each transition probability by a constant, referred to herein 
as the transition bias TB, as indicated in Figure 9. The constant TB can be a single 
global constant or can be different for each inter-phoneme model transition. 

The effect of the transition bias is as follows. A transition bias larger than 1.0 will 
make it more likely to exit a phoneme model and enter the next phoneme model 
during decoding. In contrast, a transition bias smaller than 1.0 will make it more 
feasible to stay in a phoneme model as long as possible. Thus, the effect can be 
compared to a very crude form of phoneme duration modelling. By setting the 




- 13 - 

transition bias appropriately, a significant improvement in performance can be 
obtained. If a single global transition bias is used for all inter-phoneme transitions, 
then an optimal value of this transition bias can be set according to the number of 
phonemes in the utterance to be recognised. 

5 

However, the number of phonemes in the uttered word is not known a priori before 
decoding. To circumvent this problem, an average transition bias can be used, 
which is optimal on average for the recognition vocabulary. For example, referring 
to Figure 10, the average optimal bias can be estimated by the use of a validation 

10 data set containing utterances from the recognition vocabulary, or a vocabulary that 
is representative for the expected recognition vocabulary in the usage environment 
(step s5). A value for transition bias is set from a range of possible TB values, 
referred to herein as a test transition bias (TTB) (step s6), speech recognition is 
performed on the validation data set (step s7) and the recognition performance is 

15 recorded (step s8). The procedure is repeated with a new value of transition bias 
(step s9), until the full range of TTB values has been tried. The average optimal 
transition bias is then simply set to the TTB bias value that maximizes recognition 
performance on the validation data set (step slO). 

20 Although the use of an average optimal transition bias works well in most cases, 
some users might define atypical recognition dictionaries (e.g. in name dialling some 
users might use only first names and others only first plus given names). For such 
users, the gain in performance by using an average optimal transition bias is lost. 
Furthermore, the quality of the transition bias estimated from a validation set 

25 depends heavily on the available validation data and the estimation procedure needs 
to be carried out for each new language to be supported. 

A system for setting a transition bias according to an estimate of the number of 
phonemes in the uttered word, also described herein as adaptively setting the 
30 transition bias, is illustrated in Figure 11, with the aim of setting a single global 
transition bias. 
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The pre-processor 1, time alignment and pattern matching module 2, acoustic model 

3 and language model 4 are the same as those described in relation to Figures 1 and 

4 above. In addition, the system includes a phoneme counter 30 and transition bias 
selection module 31. 

Figure 12 is a flowchart illustrating the operation of the system of Figure 11. The 
phoneme counter 30 is used to estimate the number of phonemes in the utterance 
(step si 1). The different possible ways to achieve phoneme count estimates will be 
described in detail below. The estimate is used by the transition bias selection 
module 31 to determine the transition bias (step sl2), as will be described in detail 
below. The determined transition bias is then used to multiply all transition 
probabilities between phonemes (step si 3). Word recognition is then performed 
based on the amended acoustic model 3 (step sl4). 

The phoneme counter 30 can be an MLP based estimator 23, as explained in 
connection with Figure 4 above, in which case feature vectors are extracted from 
the speech signal and used in the estimation of the number of phonemes, as 
described in detail in connection with Figure 4. Other estimation methods are 
described in detail below. 

Tables 1 and 2 below illustrate the effect of using adaptive transition bias on word 
recognition rate (WRR) performance for the application of three kinds of estimators 
for estimating the number of phonemes in an utterance, in both clean and noisy 
environments. 



Method 


Clean (WRR) 


Noisy (WRR) 


No Bias, Tb=1.0 


92.44% 


73.59% ! 


Oracle, Table Lookup 


98.03% 


91.94% 


Oracle, Direct Estimate 


93.33% 


79.97% ! 


Free Order Viterbi Estimator, Table Lookup 


93.56% 


79.30% 


Free Order Viterbi Estimator, Direct Estimate 


93.21% 


79.37% 


ROS Estimator, Table Lookup 






ROS Estimator, Direct Estimate 


93.17% 


78.79% 


Average optimal Tb 


93.70% 


78.32% 



Table 1. The effect of applying a transition bias to the US test data 
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Table 1 shows results obtained by applying the adaptive transition bias on the US 
test set, described in detail above in relation to the first embodiment. In this test the 
HNN phoneme models have a total size of 6KB and were trained on British English 
data. The US test set contains a total of 3150 utterances of names from a 70 word 
vocabulary. 



Method 


Clean (WRR) 


Noisy (WRR) 


No Bias, Tb=1.0 


95.09% 


73.52% 


Oracle, Table Lookup 


97.43% 


84.53% 


Oracle, Direct Estimate 


97.51% 


84.26% 


Free Order Viterbi Estimator, Table Lookup 


97.11% 


81.37% 


Free Order Viterbi Estimator, Direct Estimate 


97.35% 


82.39% 


ROS Estimator, Table Lookup 


97.27% 


83.84% 


ROS Estimator, Direct Estimate 


97.36% 


83.95% 


Average optimal TB 


97.35% 


83.15% 



Table 2. The effect of applying a transition bias to the Japanese test data 



Table 2 shows the effect of the adaptive transition bias when applied to the 
Japanese test database. The Japanese test database contains 11992 Japanese 
utterances based on a 120 word vocabulary. The Japanese models have a total size 
of 3KB. 

The structure of Tables 1 and 2 above will now be described in detail. 

The first row "Tb=1.0" indicates performance (word recognition rate) when no 
transition bias is used. 

The next two rows, labelled "Oracle", show performance when the length of the 
word to be decoded is assumed to be known exactly before decoding, i.e., the 
adaptive transition bias is set according to the true length. Oracle corresponds to an 
upper limit of performance. 



r 
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The next four rows illustrate performance when the estimated number of phonemes 
is used, based on two estimation techniques, Free Order Viterbi Estimator and Rate 
of Speech Estimator, which will be described in detail below. 

5 The final row labelled "Average Optimal TB" corresponds to decoding with a single 
constant average optimal transition bias, which has been estimated on a validation 
data set based on the same vocabulary as in the test sets. 

A comparison of the first row with the other rows in each table indicates that 
10 performance with transition bias applied is an improvement over performance with 
no transition bias, regardless of the particular transition biasing scheme used. 

The various estimation methods used are described in more detail below: 

15 Speaker specific Rate of Speech estimator 

For each speaker an estimate of the Rate of Speech (ROS) is continuously updated 
during use of the recognizer. The ROS detector measures the number of speech 
observations (usually 10ms frames of speech) per phoneme on average. During use 
of the recognizer it is assumed that it is known whether an utterance is correctly 

20 recognized or not (in a name dialling application for mobile phones, it is known if 
the just uttered name was correctly recognized as the user would otherwise have 
cancelled the call). Based on the correctly recognized utterance the current ROS 
estimate is updated as follows: 



25 ROS(n) = yROS(n - 1) + (1 - y) 



■^speech/nones ( W jj 
M Phonemes ("-V 



where N Speech/rames (n) is the number of speech observations (non-silence frames) in 
the nth correctly recognized utterance, N Phonemes (ji) is the number of phonemes in 
the word corresponding to the nth correctly recognized utterance and y is a 
30 weighting factor in the range 0-1. A weighting factor close to 1 implies that the 
latest estimate of the ROS based on the last recognized utterance only contributes 
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marginally to the running average. A weighting factor close to 0 implies that the 
ROS estimate is based almost entirely on the last recognized utterance. The number 
of speech frames is simply found using a noise robust speech endpoint detector. 
From the current ROS estimate it is straightforward to calculate an estimate of the 
5 number of phonemes in the utterance to be recognized: 



j\ , v = N Speech/rames (n) 
Ph ~ K } ROS{n-\) 



where N Speechfranies (ri) is again found using a robust speech endpoint detector. 

10 

A speaker specific ROS estimator represents the simplest mode of implementation 
in terms of computational complexity. The disadvantage of this approach is that 
knowledge about whether an utterance is correctly recognized or not is needed. As 
mentioned above, in a name dialing application this will not pose a serious problem, 
15 as the user is very likely to give feedback about the correctness of the recognition, 
i.e., if a wrong name is recognized the user is very likely to cancel the call to the 
number associated with the recognized name. However, for other applications like 
command word recognition, such "supervision 11 information might not be available 
from the user. In such cases N phonemes (n) can be set to the number of phonemes in 

20 the highest scoring word (the recognised one). Even though this word is not the 
correct one, it will typically have a number of phonemes which is close to that of 
the correct word. 

The main assumptions in the above approach is that the speaker has a fairly 
25 constant speaking rate and that a single average ROS for every possible phoneme is 
sufficient for the purpose of estimating the number of phonemes in a word. If a 
speaker changes speaking style in an abrupt manner, the speaker specific ROS 
estimate can be highly inaccurate. Similarly, the phoneme count estimate may be 
very poor for words that mainly contain phonemes that have a "true" ROS far away 
30 from the estimated "average" speaker specific ROS. 
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Free Order Viterbi Decoder 

The utterance is decoded using an unconstrained grammar, also known as a free 
order or looped grammar. The Viterbi decoder gives a state segmentation of the 
utterance, which can be translated into a phoneme sequence. Usually the obtained 
5 phoneme sequence is a fairly poor match to the true phoneme sequence in the 

uttered word. However, only the number of consecutive different phonemes in the 
segmentation is required from the free order Viterbi decoding. 

From the estimated length using one of the two above described methods (step 
10 sll), or some other method such as the MLP detector described in relation to 
Figure 4, the transition bias to use for decoding the current utterance is selected in 
one of two ways (step si 2), by table lookup or direct estimation, as shown in 
separate rows in Tables 1 and 2 for each of the estimation methods: 

15 Table Lookup 

The optimal bias is selected according to a scheme as shown in the table below. 

Number of phonemes Optimal Transition bias 

1-6 1.0 
6-8 4.0 
8-10 6.0 
>10 10.0 

Direct Estimate 

20 The optimal bias is simply set proportional to the estimated number of phonemes in 
the utterance, for example equal to the estimated number of phonemes. If the 
estimated number of phonemes is less than 1, then the bias is set to 1.0. 

Further calibration of how to select the optimal bias from the estimate of the 
25 number of phonemes can provide increased gains in recognition performance. 

Similarly, development of a more accurate estimator for the number of phonemes in 
a spoken utterance can improve performance. Finally, separate transition biases for 
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different phoneme models can be used so as to introduce a more detailed form of 
phoneme duration modelling. 

After multiplication of the transition probabilities by the selected transition bias 
5 (step si 3), the concatenated phoneme models for each word are decoded using a 
forward decoder (step si 4). This has been observed to give better results than a 
Viterbi decoder, while only adding a marginal contribution to decoding complexity. 
Since the transition bias is applied before decoding, the optimal value of the bias is 
therefore computed before starting decoding. This implies that the whole utterance 
10 must be spoken before decoding can start. For tasks like name dialing this may not 
pose a problem, as the utterances are usually very short and the recognition result is 
therefore ready with a very small lag. 

Referring to Figure 13, if "true" real-time decoding is required, in which the result is 
15 available immediately after the speaker finishes speaking, the phoneme count 
estimation (step si 5) and optimal bias calculation (step si 6) proceeds in parallel 
with the decoding of the concatenated phoneme models without a transition bias, ie. 
the transition bias is equal to 1.0 (step si 7). At the end of decoding, all scores are 
normalized by a contribution proportional to the optimal transition bias (step si 8). 
20 The following expression has been found to work well in practice, where w f is the 
i th word in the vocabulary. 

log(score(w,.y) = log(^core(w / )) + log(7^ 0 ^ fftfl/ )^ owcww (iV / ) 

25 If a Viterbi decoder is used, this normalization will give exactly the same change in 
the score compared to using a bias of 1.0 as if the optimal transition bias was 
applied before Viterbi decoding. This is due to the fact that the Viterbi decoder 
only finds the single most optimal path through the sequence of phoneme models 
corresponding to a word. Therefore, if the word contains N phonemes phonemes, the 

30 change in log-score by applying the optimal bias before decoding is exactly 

\og(Tb oplimal )N phonemes as the transition bias enter the log-score in an additive way. 
The output of the forward decoder is, on the other hand, a sum over all possible 




paths through the model, and the above expression is therefore only approximately- 
true. 

Figure 14 shows how the use of an adaptive transition bias improves the 
5 performance of an HNN by affecting the recognition of relatively short and long 
utterances. It particularly illustrates recognition performance of names containing 7 
and 13 phonemes from the US test set. As mentioned above, the US test set 
contains first and last US names from a 70-word vocabulary and total of 23 speakers 
are present in the test set. The HNN phoneme models used in this experiment were 

10 trained on British English speech data, so there is a clear pronunciation mismatch 
between models and test data. The results are given for a clean (laboratory) 
environment as well as a car noise environment constructed by mixing car noise to 
the clean waveforms at a very low SNR (5dB) for two different models 6KB and 
28KB respectively. There is a clear pattern in recognition performance for different 

15 values of the TB. For instance, using a TB of 10 for the long names in the noisy 
environment increases the performance of the small 6KB model from 50% to 80%. 
At the same time using a TB of 10 for the short names drops the performance from 
95% to 78% for the 6KB model in the noisy environment. Therefore, by adapting 
the transition bias depending on whether the utterance contains short or long 

20 words, recognition performance can be improved. 

While a specific example of speech recognition has been given in the context of a 
mobile telephone, it will be understood that the invention is applicable to a wide 
variety of speech recognition tasks in all types of portable device, including for 
25 example, personal digital assistants as well as personal computers. 
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Claims 

1. A speech recognition system, comprising: 

means for determining the length of a speech portion to be recognised; 

means for defining a subset of speech portions from a set of stored speech 
portions in dependence on the determined length; and 

recognition means for recognising the speech portion from the subset of 
speech portions. 

2. A speech recognition system according to claim 1, wherein the subset 
defining means is arranged to define a subset of speech portions for each speech 
portion to be recognised. 

3. A speech recognition system according to claim 1 or 2, wherein the 
determining means comprises a neural network classifier. 

4. A speech recognition system according to claim 3, wherein the neural 
network classifier comprises a multi-layer perceptron. 

5. A speech recognition system according to any one of the preceding claims, 
wherein the set of speech portions comprises a lexicon and the subset of speech 
portions comprises a sub-lexicon. 

6. A speech recognition system according to claim 5, wherein the sub-lexicon 
comprises speech portions having a length similar to that of the speech portion to 
be recognised. 

7. A speech recognition system according to claim 6, wherein the sub-lexicon 
comprises speech portions having a length which is the same as that of the speech 
portion to be recognised. 
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8. A speech recognition system according to claim 5, 6 or 7, wherein the length 
of the speech portions in the sub-lexicon is determined in accordance with a 
confidence level associated with the length determining means. 

9. A speech recognition system according to any one of the preceding claims, 
wherein the speech portion comprises a word and the length determining means is 
arranged to detect the number of phonemes in the word. 

10. A speech recognition system, comprising: 

a memory for storing a lexicon of speech portions; 
a counter arranged to determine the length of a speech portion to be 
recognised; 

a sub-lexicon definition module arranged to define a sub-lexicon from the 
lexicon of speech portions in dependence on the determined length; and 

a recognition module for recognising the speech portion from the sub- 
lexicon of speech portions. 

11. A portable communications device comprising a speech recognition system 
according to any one of claims 1 to 10. 

12. A method of speech recognition, comprising: 
determining the length of a speech portion to be recognised; 

defining a subset of a set of stored speech portions in dependence on the 
determined length; and 

recognising the speech portion from the subset of speech portions. 

13. A speech recognition system in which an utterance to be recognised is 
represented as a sequence of phonetic segment models in which a transition 
probability represents the probability of the occurrence of a transition between the 
models, comprising: 

means for biasing the transition probabilities in dependence on the length of 
the utterance. 
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14. A speech recognition system according to claim 13, wherein the biasing 
means comprise means for applying a transition bias to each of the transition 
probabilities between a plurality of phonetic segment models. 

15. A speech recognition system according to claim 14, operable to recognise 
utterances from a recognition vocabulary, wherein the transition bias is calculated as 
the transition bias which maximises recognition performance on a validation data 
set which represents the recognition vocabulary. 

16. A speech recognition system according to claim 15, wherein the validation 
data set has the same vocabulary as the recognition vocabulary. 

17. A speech recognition system according to any one of claims 13 to 16, further 
comprising means for estimating the number of phonetic segments in the utterance 
to be recognised. - 

18. A speech recognition system according to claim 17, wherein the estimating 
means comprises a speaker specific rate of speech estimator. 

19. A speech recognition system according to claim 17, wherein the estimating 
means comprises a Free Order Viterbi decoder. 

20. A speech recognition system according to claim 17, wherein the estimating 
means comprises a neural network classifier. 

21. A speech recognition system according to any one of claims 17 to 20, 
wherein the transition bias is set in response to the result of the estimating means. 

22. A speech recognition system according to claim 21, comprising table look-up 
means for setting the transition bias in accordance with the number of phonetic 
segments in the utterance. 
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23. A speech recognition system according to claim 22, comprising direct setting 
means for setting the transition bias as proportional to the number of phonetic 
segments in the utterance. 

5 24. A speech recognition system according to claim 23, wherein the direct 
setting means is arranged to set the transition bias to be equal to the number of 
phonetic segments in the utterance. 

25. A speech recognition system according to any one of claims 13 to 24, 
10 wherein the or each phonetic segment comprises a phoneme. 

26. A speech recognition system according to any one of claims 13 to 25, 
wherein the or each utterance comprises a word. 

15 27. A speech recognition system in which an utterance to be recognised is 
represented as a sequence of phonetic segment models in which a transition 
probability represents the probability of the occurrence of a transition between the 
models, comprising: 

a phonetic segment estimator arranged to output an estimate of the number 
20 of phonetic segments in the utterance; and 

a processing module for applying a transition bias to the transition 
probability in response to the output of the estimator. 

28. A portable communications device including a speech recpgnition system 
25 according to any one of claims 13 to 27. 

29. A method of speech recognition in which an utterance to be recognised is 
represented as a sequence of phonetic segment models in which a transition 
probability represents the probability of the occurrence of a transition between the 

30 models, the method comprising biasing the transition probabilities in dependence 
on the length. 
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30. A method according to claim 29, comprising decoding the sequence of 
phonetic segment models after application of the transition bias. 

31. A method according to claim 29, comprising decoding the sequence of 
phonetic segment models without the application of transition bias and normalising 
the resulting scores by a contribution proportional to the transition bias. 

32. A method according to claim 31, comprising calculating the transition bias in 
parallel with the decoding of the sequence of phonetic segment models. 
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Abstract 

Speech Recognition Method and System 

A speech recognition system uses a phoneme counter to determine the length of a 
word to be recognised. The result is used to split a lexicon into one or more sub- 
lexicons containing only words which have the same or similar length to that of the 
word to be recognised, so restricting the search space significantly. In another 
aspect, a phoneme counter is used to estimate the number of phonemes in a word 
so that a transition bias can be calculated. This bias is applied to the transition 
probabilities between phoneme models in an HNN based recogniser to improve 
recognition performance for relatively short or long words. 
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